Introduction
When one metro newspaper redesigned its Web site to emphasize citizen journalism and social networking tools, the editor used a column in the print paper to comment that "Anyone can build his or her own virtual community through our new system." 1 Her goals were a practical aspiration of something that has been conceptualized since the earliest days of computer mediated communication: the use of networked interactivity to create online communities that overlap and reinforce local geographic communities.
A place in which an online community of interest and offline geographic community can intersect is message forums sponsored by Web sites of local newspapers.
These forums have become relatively common; a recent study found them at 31 percent of the online news sites sampled systematically from among 277 U.S. Census Bureau metropolitan statistical areas. 2 They have generally the same format as Internet-based groups such as Usenet, with written comments organized into conversations or "threads" of related postings. Yet unlike Usenet posters who come from literally anywhere and everywhere, newspaper sites' forums are largely populated by local residents. This makes these forums somewhat akin to "wired" local communities, such as the experimental installations in the mid-1990s in Blacksburg, Virginia and the pseudonymous Netville in suburban Toronto, Canada.
However, little academic research has been done with regard to newspaper forums, and no research was found that analyzed them in the context of traditional theories of virtual community 3 or how it is "articulated" 4 in the context of a local geographic community. Such analysis and articulation is the purpose of this research, which is based on a survey of participants in newspaper forum sites.
Literature review
Some authors seeking to define virtual community have started with definitions of traditional geographic community, then used those characteristics as a frame of reference for how members of a virtual community interact. In such studies, perspectives for assessing how groups interact over the Internet have examined sharing of facilities and local interests, 5 common ties and social interaction, 6 and shared values and mutual obligation. 7 Hampton and Wellman noted the progression from the real world to the virtual by saying that traditional models of community have focused on "little groups of neighbors intensively socializing, supporting, and controlling one another," but then offering the alternative view that "it is the sociable, supportive and identity-giving interactions that define community, and not the local space in which they might take place." 8 As a strictly online phenomenon, Ridings and Gefen define virtual community as "groups of people with common interests and practices that communicate regularly and for some duration in an organized way over the Internet through a common location or mechanism." 9 Burnett says virtual communities frequently "take the form of discussion forums focusing on a set of interests shared by a group of geographically dispersed participants." 10 Blanchard and Horan add that these groups are stable over time and that individuals seek out others with whom they share interests. 11 All of these characteristics apply to newspaper message forums.
Investigations of virtual community
Scholars interested in virtual communities have generally explored them in one of two venues: either "online-only" interaction spaces or "wired" geographic communities.
Various research also has addressed whether participation in online communities enhances, undermines, or has no appreciable impact on computer users' connections with offline communities. This is not a settled question; advocacy of all of three views can be found in the literature on virtual community.
Seeking to explore what might constitute a "virtual community," Burnett and
Buerkle classified message-board postings with the goal of creating a typology that would help to determine whether a collection of postings could be truly considered a community. 12 Ridings and Gefen sought to understand motivations for participating in online message boards by posting the question "Why did you join this community?" in 27 different boards and analyzing nearly 400 responses to it. 13 Dahlberg 14 and Smith 15 both identified characteristics of online message forums, such as disrespectful postings, that worked to undermine the development of community attitudes among the participants.
Hill and Hughes concluded that Usenet political discussion bulletin boards constituted political communities after comparing content of the political discussions in them to communicative behavior of offline political communities. 16 Other researchers have investigated the "overlay" of computer networks on geographic communities. For example, Prell described how computer technology might strengthen a community: "These networks are seen as local, community initiatives where owners and developers are community members, and the networks' content reflects community needs and interests." 17 Two bellwether projects of this type that received extensive attention when they were set up were the Blacksburg Electronic Village (in the hometown of Virginia Polytechnic University) and the Netville community in suburban Toronto. In both places, free high-speed Internet access was offered to residents of a physical community at a time -the mid-1990s -when Internet access in general was less ubiquitous than it is today and home-based broadband access was particularly uncommon. Evaluations of whether the "wiring" of these locations really did lead to enhanced community interaction reported mixed results. One report concluded that "The Netville experience suggests that when people are offered an easier way of networking with the Internet, the scope and amount of neighborly contact can increase." 18 But an analysis of Blacksburg reached the opposite conclusion, saying that despite the civicminded rhetoric behind it, the ultimate implementation had a generally commercial basis -with an "electronic shopping mall" as its most prominent characteristic rather than an online community square.
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Interactivity, civic engagement and social capital
These conflicting findings underscore a key element explored by research into virtual community: namely, how and whether online relationships can affect the nature and character of offline community relationships, including those affiliations that help to build what Putnam 20 and others call social capital. As one article put it, "Can an increase in participation in virtual communities compensate for the decrease in social capital caused by decreased participation in face-to-face communities?"
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A 1998 article appropriately titled "Internet Paradox" described both the pro-and anti-social aspects of individuals spending more time online but concluded that time spent with online relationships undermined close social relationships in the offline world. 22 The Netville researchers reached a different conclusion, noting on the one hand that "modern dystopians suggest that the lure of new communication technologies withdraw people from flesh-to-flesh contact and further disconnect them from families and communities" but at the same time proposing that "The rise of the virtual community has introduced new methods to be used in maintaining relationships with members of traditional communities, those who first met face-to-face, and with members of new electronic communities, where members first met online." 23 As another set of researchers described it, "By linking virtual communities of interest to physical communities, new public spaces are created and opportunities for interaction between members are increased." 24 This description neatly matches the purpose of newspaper message boards, which as noted earlier, combine the two elements of virtual community as it is traditionally conceived: they consist of threaded conversations like those in Usenet but also are geographically rooted to help members of a local community engage with one another.
Reinforcement of social ties rather than creation of them
In general, research findings also support the idea that online networking can enhance or expand existing social connections but generally do not create such connections where none exist. A primary reason for this is that electronic communication forums do not automatically develop the trust and commitment required to call something a community. 25 A common finding about Internet communication, in fact, is that it helps to develop and extend existing relationships, such as using e-mail to keep in touch with distant family members. 26 One investigation of the Blacksburg project said that its network was used mostly as an adaptation of existing communication channels. 27 A study that took a longitudinal approach to questions about computer access and usage, media attentiveness, political involvement, volunteerism, and social trust found that those who used the Internet most were more civically engaged than those who used it less, but also concluded this was because those individuals were inclined toward civic activism in the first place, not because Internet access made them so. 28 Other studies controlled for the impact of demographic variables and similarly found that online activity helped to magnify pre-existing social capital, 29 especially when the purpose of Internet use was information exchange.
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Research Questions
To summarize the literature, online information exchange around specified topics of interest can develop an aspect of community, but investigations of whether online communities overlaid on geographic ones can improve offline community interaction have found mixed results. While this study certainly doesn't supply the last word, it does contribute new information and a novel perspective to this unsettled question by investigating an approach to virtual community -the newspaper message forum -that combines elements of traditional online-only settings such as Usenet groups with those of "wired" geographic locales.
This project treats online newspapers' message forums as a venue that merges the two articulations of virtual community as they traditionally have been investigated, and seeks to explore whether participation in forums could affect the geographic community served by the paper. The degree to which this might occur was investigated by addressing general questions of whether forum participation (1) has an impact on participants'
cognitive understanding of their communities; and/or (2) leads to offline community engagement. Because prior research shows that online communication tends to reinforce existing social connections rather than create new ones, the influence will likely be moderated by participants' existing relationships. This means that measurements of forum participants' attitudes must be controlled to account for existing social tendencies.
The specific research questions used to evaluate this were: Because respondents were self-selected, the survey does not meet the criteria for a probability sample. However, in order to make the sample as representative as possible under the circumstances and remove some of the self-selection bias, the sites at which the survey link was posted were selected according to a stratified random sample of U.S. The survey gathered basic demographic data about forum users as well as their patterns of site usage and information about community involvement. Results were analyzed with regression models that used the frequency with which respondents read the forums and made postings in them (measured on a 5-point scale) 33 as predictor variables against scaled responses measuring agreement about whether users believed the forums improved their cognitive understanding of the community (RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3) or prompted their involvement in it (RQ 4 and RQ5). 34 Hierarchical regression models were used to control for the impact of variables including demographics and other characteristics that measured respondents' pre-disposed degree of community involvement, a technique similar to controls used in other studies. 35 Whether respondents had personal contact offline with other forum participants also was used as a control variable because such relationships could increase a respondent's likelihood of attending an event with someone or contacting them offline about something raised in the forum.
Limitations
Because of missing responses the regressions did not include all 538 survey respondents, but ranged from 491 to 502 cases. Also, interpretation of the results is limited because the data are drawn from a non-probability sample. Thus, beta values and levels of statistical significance are reported as a measure of effect size for the models but cannot be interpreted as the likelihood of similar relationships existing in a larger population. Testing showed no problems with multicollinearity among the variables that would skew results; however some of the regressions were done on responses to a four-point interval scale when it is recommended that such interpretations be made from scales having at least five points when using interval data measures. Table 1) [ 
Regression comparisons
But finding answers to RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3 required going beyond the simple frequency tallies to these questions. This further evaluation used demographic characteristics along with frequency of print and online readership, frequency of forum reading and frequency of forum posting as predictor variables in hierarchical regression models against the level of agreement with each of the following statements from the survey:
 The conversations in discussion forums give me a better understanding of community issues (addressing RQ1). (Table 2 shows these three models.)
[ Three-block hierarchical regressions were used to test RQ4 and RQ5, with an initial set of control variables for demographics and community involvement (operationalized as church membership, number of community groups, and level of volunteer hours) and a second control set for offline relationships with other forum participants. Church membership and both of the "friendship" variables were entered as categorical dummy variables 36 while community group involvement and volunteer hours were entered as interval variables. 37 For RQ4, which tested whether forum participation would predict the tendency for a respondent to attend a community meeting or activity offline as a reaction to information obtained online, the demographics and community involvement control block was found to be significant [F = 3.64 (7, 493 Table 3.)   [TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]
Discussion
The results of this research indicate that involvement in the virtual community of message-board forums hosted by news organizations is associated with better understanding of the "real world" community -at least as perceived by respondents about themselves -but is not necessarily a predictor of greater involvement in that community. Greater participation in the forums -especially posting rather than just lurking -helps to predict a self-reported better understanding of community issues, changes in thinking about community issues, and access to ideas for solving community problems. This relationship holds true even after controlling for the issue-understanding and problem-solving information that can come from living in a community and reading news about it online and in print, as illustrated by the regression models for RQ1, RQ2
and RQ3.
These findings about cognitive understanding of the community, however, must be interpreted in view of their being based on self-reports, which can be unreliable because respondents may say what they think the researcher wants to hear. 38 Selfreported media exposure and usage also may not be as accurate as hoped. 39 On the other hand, these results do correspond with other findings in the literature, such as the conclusion by one set of researchers that "individuals who use the Internet for information exchange probably encounter more mobilizing information and experience more opportunities for recruitment in civic life." 40 Before people can act upon ideas to improve their communities, they must know more about those communities and understand them better. The results of models exploring RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3 indicate that forum participation may contribute to this cognitive aspect of improving the offline community, or at least a belief by participants that they have better understanding of issues and problems. Engagement in the virtual community thus may contribute to enhancing the offline community by improving knowledge and understanding about it.
However, forum participation was not related to actual community involvement or social-capital-building activities that might extend from this greater understanding.
More than half of the survey respondents (54.7 percent, n = 287) reported that on at least some occasion they had contacted someone offline about a community issue in response to online discussion about it. A similar proportion (55.7 percent, n = 293) reported attending a meeting or event based on information obtained in a forum discussion.
Taken at face value, these numbers seem to imply a strong mobilizing influence on the part of the forums. But the contributions of the control variables, especially whether or not respondents' offline relationships overlap their online ones, indicate that this behavior is related far more closely to existing social relationships and community involvement tendencies than it is to engagement with the online community. This echoes the findings of Jennings and Zeitner, who found that Internet users were more civically engaged, but only because they were already inclined toward civic activism. 41 Forum posting, in fact, had a fairly strong inverse relationship to the tendency to contact someone offline about forum issues (β = -.159, p = .002), while reading and posting both were negatively correlated with attending an activity though not strongly so (β = -.052
and -.055; n/s). The same relationship was found in first-order correlations done without the control variables. This finding indicates that those who post more and read more are less likely to interact with people in the offline community, something that on first glance seems contradictory. However, this could be interpreted as evidence of online social connections replacing real-world ones, as described by Kraut et al., 42 and is a finding that warrants further investigation.
Conclusion
The findings of this research support that cognitive understanding of community issues is positively associated with level of involvement with newspaper-sponsored community message forums for many participants. Thus the forums may be a beneficial activity that helps to improve understanding of the community -at least for those who participate. But the research does not indicate that this improved understanding leads people to get out and do more in the offline community based on their involvement in the online community.
These findings resonate with the general trend in the literature that indicates networked interactivity can enhance and reinforce existing tendencies toward civic engagement and social capital development in some circumstances, but does not necessarily create those phenomena where they did not previously exist. In similar fashion here, a tendency toward community action was not associated with forum participation even though cognitive engagement with community issues was. As it was colorfully described in one article, "there is little reason to presume that the Internet will make social butterflies out of homebodies." 43 Participation in newspaper forums apparently does not, either.
This correspondence with past research indicates that various theories of virtual community developed in other venues could be useful in predicting and explaining impacts of participation in the forums. The significance of this finding is rooted in message forums of online newspapers becoming a commonplace 44 and accessible way for residents of a geographic community to interact virtually with one another. Something that was rare, expensive and complicated to create when it was tested in places such as
Blacksburg and "Netville" is now fairly ubiquitous, as a service provided by many local newspapers.
To the degree that participation does contribute to users having an improved understanding of their communities, such forums hold the potential to bring into reality some (but not all) aspects of the wired local communities envisioned and experimented with more than a decade ago. This suggests a new route by which newspapers may be able to articulate their traditional role of community building, via a tool that is coming onto the scene just as traditional bonds between the printed newspaper and its community are crumbling in the face of declining readership. .047 † = p < .10 * p < .050 ** p < .010 *** p < .001 
